ous Clark Griswold telling his kids this? A scene right out of the nineteenth-century version of National Lampoon: Gettysburg! "He walked into the Union battle line on the fi rst day and told the troops of the First Corps, 'Let me show you boys how to fi ght. '" Please! But I swear to you that I witnessed a group once in front of the Burns statue on McPherson's Ridge buying that tall tale, hook, line, and sinker. Actually, this account was probably closer to fact than most of the rest.
Good stuff , the stories-all of it. In musical terms, they' d call a lot of John Burns lore "variations on a theme. " But this is not the famous cornetist Herbert L. Clarke playing Carnival of Venice. And while it's no yarn that John Burns was a colorful character and a well-known member of the Gettysburg community, to appreciate what he did, you need to know more than the spectacular legend that I heard about when I visited Gettysburg for the fi rst time fi ft y years ago.
From somewhere such as a Steinwehr Avenue shop or the old visitor's center at that time, I came in possession of a book on the battle that did a pretty good job of glorifying the old man's deeds. And of course, there's nothing more vivid than the imagination of a twelve-year-old trying to absorb as much of the battle as possible in one visit, for four hours.
Th ankfully, there are eye-witness accounts of the period that serve to verify that his personality and earnestness of purpose were a perfect complement to the photographs that created the image of John Burns, so much a part of Gettysburg legend.
And I have been blessed to know some of the great authorities on tales of Gettysburg in my last thirty years of interest and study: Gettysburg MagLike other good stories, the legend of what Gettysburg's patriotic citizen did on July 1 has grown bigger with time . . . perhaps bigger than the facts. Here's to help set the record straight!
In my fi ft y years of visiting the Gettysburg battlefi eld, one of the most compelling stories throughout has been that of the town's citizen-soldier on the fi rst day's battle, the venerable John Burns.
In fact, the story of how the old man and the town's former constable picked up his ageless musket and walked out to fi ght with the Union's First Corps on July 1 of the battle is the oldest story, and most the poignant, in my memory.
It's what I remember from my fi rst visit to the fi eld in 1964.
It's my favorite story that I've shared in countless photo-tour lectures over the years.
And it's the one story that I've personally gone about most to corroborate over the years, to separate the facts from the fi ction.
Fiction? Well, it is colorful. I've overheard some whoppers on the fi eld from public school history teachers, reaching to hold the interest of their minions during those spring-trip one-and-done stops on the battlefi eld.
"John Burns was an old man who lived in Gettysburg who enlisted with the Union army on the spot and killed fi ft y rebels on the fi rst day of the battle, " I once heard. Th e only thing missing from that narrative, from an exaggerative standpoint, would have been that he used a Gatling gun to do it.
"He stood in the face of the Confederate assault on the aft ernoon of the fi rst day and shook his fi st in the face of Robert E. Lee, " I've heard. Uh, no. Probably not, but can't you imagine some overzeal-
If You Want to Go
What John Burns Did . . . and What He Didn't Do!
Sonny Fulks
The familiar statue of John Burns on McPherson's Ridge is one of my earliest remembrances from the Gettysburg battlefi eld, along with some wild tales later that glorifi ed his deeds. Photo by the author.
peace, serving warrants, and seeing to the general upkeep of streets and walkways. He monitored the illegal sale of liquor, kept vigil on those who hunted and killed game out of season, and kept community records on the number of children born out of wedlock. In 1855 he recorded that ninety-eight dogs were to be found in the borough. In 1858 he got into a dispute with the town council over a small sum of money he claimed he was owed in connection with keeping the peace during elections. He did not run for reelection at the end of his term, thus ending his tenure as constable over four and one-half years.
He was temperate, a teetotaler concerning the consumption of any alcoholic beverage; and he was azine founder Bob Younger, the incomparable Ed Bearss, former park guide Walter Powell, and local historians like Wayne Motts and Dean Shultz, to name but a few. I hereby share with you generously from the notes I've taken from those men over the years.
Born on September 5, 1793, we do know that Burns was seventy years old at the time of the battle and a veteran of the War of 1812. To correct another battlefi eld fable, he was not a veteran of the Revolutionary War, although to some I'm sure it's just an honest mistake. What's another thirty-seven years among amateur historians?
According to accounts written about him aft er Gettysburg, we also know that he attempted to enlist to fi ght in the Mexican War as well but was turned down as an active participant due to his age. He was in his fi fties at the time.
He worked at various jobs and trades in Gettysburg. In his younger years, he apprenticed as a shoemaker. For a time, he worked at making and delivering carriages. He was superintendent of the Gettysburg Water Company, a position he held concurrent with his more notable duties leading up to the Battle of Gettysburg. For on January 2, 1854, he was appointed constable to fulfi ll a vacated term of offi ce. And three months later, he was offi cially elected to the position, a post he served with enthusiasm, despite lacking in actual law enforcement experience.
In author Timothy Smith's excellent book on Burns, John Burns: Th e Hero Of Gettysburg, he shares the words of village resident J. Howard Wert, who described Burns as "one proud to serve as constable, a position that was typically given to a man with nothing else to do, and one worthy of being provided for. " 1 Burns's duties included keeping the with burnished brass buttons, topped off with a top hat made of silk that one described as something found only in the fashion plates (drawings) of the remote past. He carried an old fl intlock musket and a powder horn, and he was met with jeers from Union soldiers who were amused by his dress and his armament. Undeterred, he asked a wounded man from Buford's cavalry if he could use his more modern rifl e, and the soldier agreed. Burns took the gun, fi lled his pockets with cartridges, and sought the commander of the 150th Pennsylvania infantry, to ask for an opportunity to shoot at the invaders. Stunned by his presence, Col. Langhorne Wister commended him for his resolve and asked him if he could shoot and whether he had ammunition. Burns answered in the affi rmative, slapping his pockets bulging with cartridges. Smiling, Wister sent him to some nearby woods and a safer vantage point adjacent to the McPherson farm where he could participate. He eventually fell in with the Seventh Wisconsin infantry and later with the TwentyFourth Michigan, and he fought with these men of the Iron Brigade throughout the aft ernoon. One soldier later described him as an eff ective sharpshooter. Whether or not the old man bit off more than he could chew has long been debated. Hot to fi ght, his blood up to "shoot the damned rebels, " he eventually found himself surrounded and overwhelmed as the Confederate tide pushed the Union resistance off the McPherson property and back toward Gettysburg.
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His eff ectiveness? For years, I've listened to stories of how many rebels Burns killed, including the fi ft y previously mentioned (but not with a Gatling gun). More accurately, Burns later claimed to have fi red about twenty of the approximate twenty-fi ve rounds he was carrying in his pockets, and witnesses corroborate that he killed no fewer than three Confederates, including one offi cer whom Burns claimed later to have shot from his horse. Other accounts are more generous, claiming that Burns exposed himself to fi re even aft er troops around him had left for the rear. Cool to the imminent danger, he continued to fi re with deadly eff ectiveness from behind the cover of available trees.
Wounds? A Union soldier from the Seventh Wisconsin later lauded Burns for his determined eff ort 3 Smith, John Burns, 48. a staunch Methodist. His lack of humor and his irascible personality made him the subject of many pranks among the fun-seeking youths of Gettysburg. Described by another member of the community as stern and gruff through his manners, Burns was a man totally dedicated to his prejudices and to any cause or person that met his liking.
And concerning the threat of the Confederate invasion on the community that summer of 1863, Burns was predictably self-willed and fi rm in his patriotic conviction to defend the tranquility of his home if it were challenged. Th ere are no shortages of tales concerning what he did, what he wore, or to whom he appealed for an opportunity to fi ght on the morning of July 1. B. D. Beyea, a contemporary of Burns at the time of the battle, wrote, Th e old man was in the War of 1812, and is now nearly seventy years of age; yet the frosts of many winters have not chilled his patriotism, nor diminished his love for the old fl ag under which he fought in this early days. When the rebels invaded the beautiful Cumberland Valley, and were marching on Gettysburg, old Burns concluded that it was time for every loyal man, young or old, to be up and doing all in his power to beat back the rebel foe, and, if possible, give them a quiet resting place beneath the sod they were polluting with their unhallowed feet. Th e old hero took down an old state musket he had in his house and commenced running bullets. Th e old lady saw what he was about, and wanted to know what in the world he was going to do. "Ah, " said Burns, "I thought some of the boys might want the old gun, and I am getting it ready for them. " Th e rebels came on. Old Burns kept his eye on the lookout until he saw the Stars and Stripes coming in, carried by the our brave boys. Th is was more than the old fellow could stand. His patriotism got the better of his age and infi rmity. Grabbing his musket, he started out. Th e old lady hallooed to him. "Burns, where are you going?" "Oh", says Burns, "I am going out to see what is going on. "
The current house at Chambersburg and West Street, the original site of the Burns' dwelling. Photo by the author.
the morning of the second, he was discovered by locals who, at his request, took him to the Alexander Riggs home at the edge of town, where he convalesced until he was strong enough to be taken to his own home at the corner of what is now the Chambersburg Pike and West Street.
He recovered suffi ciently to immediately become the subject of local and national attention. As soon as he was able to travel, he journeyed that same September as far as Philadelphia, where they received him with tremendous respect and hailed him as the resident hero of the Battle of Gettysburg. His name and story soon made it to Washington and to the desk of Abraham Lincoln. When the president came to Gettysburg on November 19, one of the fi rst people he asked to meet and honor was Burns. In fact, a lot of people wanted to see John Burns, taking it on themselves in the days leading up to the dedication ceremony of the national cemetery to actually stop by his house and hear the accounts of his deeds from the old man himself.
Lincoln, apparently, was no diff erent:
He inquired for Burns and expressed a desire to see him. Citizens immediately went to bring him. Th ey found him at his house, and when told that Mr. Lincoln had sent for him, he was apparently incredulous at the regularity of the call, and replied, "If anyone wants to see me let him come here. " But he was fi nally convinced and was taken along.
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Lincoln was staying at the Wills House, on the square in Gettysburg. And when Burns fi nally arrived, the president made his introduction and time spent with him in as public a manner as possible. Lincoln expressed the gratitude of the White House and the nation in front of as many newspaper correspondents as could be gathered. Witnesses claimed that the president paid his own personal tribute by saying, "God bless you, old man. " And having an appointment to attend a function later in the evening at the Presbyterian church, he invited Burns to be his guest, which created a great stir among residents who pushed forward to see Lincoln and Burns walk down the center of Baltimore Street, one towering above the other. Th e evening's 6 Smith, John Burns, 96. to stay engaged and join in the fi ring. "He was at least as good as the rest of us, " said Pvt. Chauncey Hitchcock.
4 "He was true blue and grit to the backbone, fi ring from an advanced position in our line. " But time and the repeated Confederate assaults took their toll on the First Corps troops and Burns. Th e fi rst of his wounds was sustained aft er one particularly aggressive Rebel charge in which almost the entire Confederate unit was destroyed. And with repeated charges, the Nineteenth Indiana and the Twenty-Fourth Michigan were both fl anked, forcing the remnants of those units to fi ght their way out. Burns was not so fortunate. At the east edge of the McPherson woods, he fell, having taken as many as three bullets, with damage to his leg and arm. Th e exact number of his wounds has never positively been verifi ed. But most witnesses claim that he was shot in the arm and the leg and that he received one round to his abdomen that struck a belt buckle he was wearing, thereby saving his life. Bleeding profusely, he could no longer stand to fi ght, nor did he have the strength to turn and fall back in retreat. In a later account, aft er the battle, Burns proudly stated, "Down I went, and the whole Rebel army ran over me. "
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Legend and myths in years aft er the battle tell of Burns being shot as many as seven times, including being hit as he attempted to crawl on his hands and knees to safety. Days aft er the battle, Burns shared that the fi ghting during the Union retreat was so desperate he expected to be killed by either friendly fi re or that of the Confederates. Being in noncombatant clothes, he had the presence of mind to divest himself of weapon and cartridges in case he was captured, digging with a knife of some sort to bury the incriminating evidence on the battlefi eld. Soon he was surrounded by questioning Rebels, to whom he claimed he had been walking in search of medical assistance for his sick wife when he had been consumed with the fi ring of the battle. His story was good enough to convince his captors not to shoot him for being a civilian bushwhacker.
Left with a blanket, he was treated by a Confederate surgeon for his wounds. He later claimed to have spent the night of July 1 on the battlefi eld. On citizens. Later the following year, Congress granted him a pension, which the president also signed. He was canonized by poet Bret Harte, who further fanned the fl ames of those in Gettysburg who felt jilted when he wrote that Burns "was the only man in town not to back down" (to the Rebels). Obscure at fi rst, Harte's poem would not receive much recognition until aft er Burns's death on February 4, 1872. But despite the complaints of neighbors and townspeople in 1863, there is little argument that John Burns, the citizen-soldier, is the best-known fi gure of the town of Gettysburg for these last 150 years and that his deeds have popularly stood the test of time.
Jennie Wade has her statue and stories of how she was the only citizen killed in her home by stray fi re. But John Burns, to his eternal delight, became the romanticized hero fi gure of the nation, certifi ed by Abraham Lincoln himself, and the colorful subject of generations of stories-those "variations on a theme. "
Many are true; some are not. ceremonies were quite long, one speech aft er another, causing Lincoln to leave early in order to catch his train back to Washington. Th e length of things caused Burns to fall asleep! In the wake of battle and Lincoln's visit, Burns took great advantage of his newfound fame. He delighted in it. Outspoken to begin with, he began orating to many, which served to marginalize the contributions of others in the Gettysburg community for their part in the battle, even to the point of disparaging another local fi gure and heroine, Jenny Wade, calling her in frequent accounts "a she rebel" and worse, in terms of her character and moral virtue. Many in the community took exception to his candor, his self-promotion, and his newfound acclaim, pointing out that others had served their town and neighbors during the battle with equal patriotism:
Th ere are many Gettysburgians more deserving of praise than he, who moved earlier, did more, suff ered more, even to death itself, men who sought the foe and died far from their homes. It is simply preposterous and grossly unjust to magnify at the expense of these heroic men, the impulsive act, noble as it was, of a man whose house lay between the edge of town and the edge of the fi rst day's battle, and who received a great deal of honor and some money, which he richly deserves, aft er it.
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Burns was unaff ected by all the protests, traveling on every occasion that presented itself to points up and down the region, telling his stories, shaking hands, and receiving the gratitude of doting
